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This book grew out of a regular column I wrote for Vermont Sunday Magazine, published by the Rutland Herald and Barre-Montpelier Times Argus newspapers. Early versions of many of the stories in this book first saw life in the papers’ pages. More recently, my history column has been a regular Sunday feature for VTDigger, an online news organization. It has been my great good fortune that many Vermonters care enough about the state’s past to make reading the column a regular part of their Sunday routines.

My principal editor for the original columns was Dirk Van Susteren, who was kind enough not to laugh at the idea that history could be newsworthy, and that a history column could be written in a way that was compelling and relevant to contemporary readers. Dirk believed in the column and for years encouraged me to have a collection of them published as a book. Fortunately, editors Megan Hiller and Courtney Oppel and others at Globe Pequot agreed.

Before I researched and wrote these stories, I needed to know each topic was worth pursuing. For this I relied on a variety of sources. I was fortunate that an excellent survey of Vermont history appeared shortly before I began this project . Freedom and Unity, by Michael Sherman, Gene Sessions, and P. Jeffrey Potash, was published in 2004 by the Vermont Historical Society, and was invaluable to me in providing context for the periods about which I was writing.

I also relied heavily for story ideas on Vermont’s historians. I can’t even begin to guess how many story ideas grew out of conversations with Marjorie Strong and Paul Carnahan, librarians at the Vermont Historical Society, and with Gregory Sanford, former Vermont State Archivist. John Duffy, professor emeritus of English and humanities from Johnson State College, patiently shared his scholarship on eighteenth-

century Vermont when I couldn’t find books that would surrender the answers. Former Vermont State Archeologist Giovanna Peebles kindly offered insights into the pre-history of the region now known as Vermont.

In writing these essays, I often needed help weeding out extraneous details to make the stories compelling for the general reader. In addition to Dirk Van Susteren, several other people have been particularly helpful: editors Anne Galloway, Ruth Hare, and Cate Chant, and my wife, Susan Clark, who is invariably patient in listening to my travails and wise in offering solutions.

I’ve also been lucky that while I’ve been immersing myself in the past, my son, Harrison, has kept me happily rooted in the present.





1666–1667
 A Killing WINTER for the French
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Several dozen Frenchmen huddled inside a small fort on an island in the middle of Lake Champlain during the winter of 1666, about as far from Western civilization as anyone could have imagined. As they lay awake at night in their frigid cabins and worried about the sickness spreading among them, each must have wondered: “What am I doing here?”

It was a fair question.

The sixty men were the soldiers of Fort Sainte Anne, the southernmost bastion in this part of New France, as the French colonial empire in North America was called. They were expected to menace the Iroquois, who had been challenging French control of the area. At particularly bleak moments, the soldiers must have realized that as New France’s first line of attack, they could easily become its first line of defense. They may also have realized that military leaders had little faith this fort would hold. Just north of Fort Sainte Anne, the French had built a series of three more strongholds along the Richelieu River to help block any invasion.

Relations had always been bad between the French and Iroquois. The Iroquois first met the French in 1609, at the wrong end of Samuel de Champlain’s gun. Seeking allies in the fur trade, Champlain was trying to curry favor with the Iroquois’ rivals, the Algonquin tribes, when he agreed to accompany a war party of Abenaki and Montagnais (tribes in the Algonquin nation) south on the lake that today bears his name. They soon crossed into the Iroquois’ territory. When the anticipated clash occurred, Champlain raised his long arquebus (a predecessor of the musket) and shot dead several Iroquois. This shocking display of violence had the desired effect in the short term. It scared away the Iroquois. Unfortunately for the French, it also sparked nearly a century of intermittent warfare with the Iroquois.

By the 1640s, the Iroquois also had firearms, which they took in trade from English and Dutch allies. After crushing rival tribes, they began following Lake Champlain north and raiding the new French settlements of Trois-Rivieres and Montreal.

In response, the French began building forts along the Richelieu. By 1665, three were completed. Then in January 1666, the French colonial governor launched an assault against the Mohawks, one of the six Indian nations that formed the Iroquois. Six hundred soldiers trudged south during what was the harshest winter in decades. They slept exposed to the elements and ran low on food before being ambushed in what is today upstate New York. The survivors retreated north, their hunger growing worse. They failed to find provisions cached on one of the Champlain Islands. Among the losses were sixty men who starved or froze to death on the return march.

That’s when French colonial officials ordered the construction of a fort farther south, Fort Sainte Anne. It would be a way station for French troops headed south and a defense against Iroquois attackers heading north. Three hundred men labored during the summer of 1666 to build the rectangular island fort, which measured 144 feet by 96 feet and featured a fifteen-foot palisade fence with a bastion at each corner. Inside the fort were fourteen buildings to house the troops. They were led by Capt. Pierre de St. Paul, Sieur de La Motte, after whom the island would be named.

French authorities put the fort to immediate use. That fall of 1666 they assembled in and around the fort a force of 1,300 men. Their mission was to attack Mohawk villages to the south. Half the soldiers were crack troops who had just shipped in from France. Their use suggests how seriously the French government took this fight. The other troops were Canadian militia, accompanied by roughly one hundred Hurons and Algonquins.

This expedition into Mohawk territory proved less ill-fated than the previous one, which isn’t saying much. The large force approached Mohawk villages, marching to drums, and, not surprisingly, found them empty upon their arrival. With no one to fight, the French burned the villages and destroyed the provisions they found. Hundreds of Mohawks are believed to have starved that winter as a result. The French didn’t return to the fort unscathed. As canoes cap-sized during their travels up and down Lake Champlain, they lost eighteen men to the frigid waters.


The surviving troops continued back to Canada, except for an unlucky sixty who were ordered to protect Fort Sainte Anne that winter. The writings of one of the men, Francois Dollier de Casson, a Sulpician priest, offer a glimpse of their suffering. Dollier de Casson’s job was to minister to the sick and the dying. Upon arriving, he found most of the men suffering from scurvy, which people little understood then. Some believed it was brought on by dampness and was contagious.

The problem, of course, was their diet. The men had subsisted for months on bread and dried meat. Deprived of fresh fruit and vegetables, they had developed a severe vitamin C deficiency. Victims of scurvy suffered general weakness and joint pain. Their bodies showed bruises from internal bleeding. Their breath turned foul, their gums bled, and their teeth fell out. Untreated, they would die.

As much as disease or death, the men feared dying without a priest to pray for their souls. When Dollier de Casson arrived, La Motte rushed out to greet him. “Welcome! What a pity you did not arrive a little earlier!” La Motte said. “How the two soldiers who have just died longed for you!”

The “death agony,” Dollier de Casson reported, “lasted eight days, during which the stench was so great that it reached almost to the center of the fort, although the patients were shut up in their rooms.”

The priest witnessed dying men doing what they could to ensure that their comrades took care of them. The sick “set about making elaborate wills, as if they had been very rich, saying ‘I give so much to so and so because he helped me in my last illness…’ Those who saw through the device smiled at the resource of these poor fellows, who did not have a cent in the world.”

During his time at Fort Sainte Anne, the priest would attend eleven more deaths.

Like others, Dollier de Casson thought scurvy contagious—what else explained why so many contracted it at once? He took care to keep himself healthy. As a new arrival who until recently had eaten well, he actually had nothing to worry about for months. When he wasn’t working or sleeping, Dollier de Casson would go to the edges of the fort, where the snow had been tramped down, “to take the air and run back and forth, in order to avoid the disease.”


Anyone who saw me would have thought me crazy, had he not known how essential such violent exercise was to keep off the illness. It was certainly funny to watch me say my breviary [daily prayers] on the run, but I had no other time.



Dollier de Casson had brought with him the prayers the soldiers longed for with their souls. He brought something equally important for their bodies—fresh food. Well connected with the colonial government, Dollier de Casson had secured a shipment of provisions. He and the others seemed to understand that this fresher food might help ward off the sickness.


The word “Abenaki” is derived from Wabanaki, or Wôbanakiak, meaning “People of the Dawn Land” in the Abenaki language.



La Motte stored the food in his room. He didn’t realize it, but his greatest service to his men was his nightly rationing out of stewed prunes, which are rich in vitamin C. “This was the only way to cure them,” Dollier de Casson said astutely, though he added that “the air was so infected at St. Anne [that] not one who stayed recovered.” That first winter, half the men died.

The French only maintained the fort for a few years. Skirmishes with the Iroquois had abated, at least temporarily, so they decided they no longer needed the stronghold. Sometime between 1669 and 1671, they abandoned the fort. Soldiers set the fence and buildings ablaze so that no one else could use the place, and headed north out of the wilderness.





1775 
The Westminster MASSACRE
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William French was dead. That much was obvious. How he died was also beyond debate; he’d been shot five times. But the significance of his death remains open to interpretation. To some, French was one of the first martyrs to the cause of American liberty and one of the earliest Revolutionary heroes to come from what is now Vermont. To others, he was merely the victim of a public disturbance that turned violent.

This much is sure: French was shot at about 11 p.m. on March 13, 1775, while he and about one hundred other men were occupying the courthouse in Westminster, which the Colony of New York then regarded as part of its Cumberland County. French and the others were trying to keep the court from opening its session. The men camped in the courthouse were mostly farmers who feared losing their lands in foreclo-sure rulings. Money was in short supply, so it was difficult to pay off debts. Several days earlier, a delegation of forty men from Rockingham had approached Judge Thomas Chandler, who ran the local court, asking to delay the court session until after the harvest, so they could meet their debts. The judge said he would consider their concerns, though he had to open the court to try a murder case.

But many didn’t trust Judge Chandler to keep his word. So on March 13, a crowd marched along muddy roads from Rockingham to occupy the blocky, two-story building with a gambrel roof. The building was one of the newest structures in a town still being settled. Downstairs, the courthouse contained a wide hallway. On one side was a pair of cells. On the other stood a kitchen for the jailer and a room for lawyers and litigants. Upstairs was the still unfinished courtroom. The marchers arrived to find the building empty.

Hearing of the protest, Sheriff William Paterson of Hinsdale (now the town of Vernon) gathered a posse of about twenty-five men in Brattleboro and marched them north. As they came, others joined. Paterson had armed his men with wooden staves. But some who joined along the route carried muskets. By the time the posse reached Westminster, it numbered about fifty.


We don’t know what Ethan Allen, Vermont’s famed founder, looked like because no known portrait exists that was created during his lifetime.



Arriving to find the courthouse occupied, Paterson read aloud a proclamation from King George III, a standard document calling for the court session to begin. He gave the protesters fifteen minutes to leave the building. The two sides exchanged insults, but no one left the courthouse. Perhaps hoping to avoid violence, Paterson withdrew his men to the comforts of the nearby Norton’s tavern to wait.

At this point—it was about 7 p.m.—Judge Chandler entered the courthouse and tried to talk the protesters into leaving. He promised to hear their complaints in court, but they must let it start, he said. The protesters were unmoved, so Chandler left.

About four hours later, they learned that the “sheriff and his men were coming, with courage reinforced by potations of flip and fiery rum,” according to Rowland Robinson in his 1892 history Vermont: A Study of Independence.

Perhaps they meant to sneak up on the protesters as they slept, but they were too large and perhaps too inebriated a group to move quietly. Instead of stealth, Paterson chose a more direct approach, climbing the stairs and demanding to be let in.

What happened next is unclear. Paterson later said he was clubbed by sentries and pushed down the stairs. Those inside the courthouse claimed Paterson had been so drunk he had fallen down the stairs on his own.

Whatever occurred, someone ordered the posse to fire its guns into the courthouse. Posse members later said they fired three warning shots, and the protesters fired back. Only then did Paterson’s men shoot to kill. The protesters said they had been armed only with clubs.

Ten protesters were hit by musket balls. The posse stormed the courthouse. As protesters fled, the posse grabbed nine or ten men and locked them in the cells. Among those seized was the mortally wounded William French, whom, according to one account, “they dragged as one would a dog, and would mock at [him] as he lay gasping.”

Some claimed French, who was twenty-one, was left untended, but another version of the story says two doctors were called. Either way, he was beyond saving. A second protester
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